The anti-VLA-4 antibody natalizumab induces erythroblastaemia in the majority of the treated patients with multiple sclerosis.
The presence of erythroblasts in the peripheral blood is generally associated with severe underlying disorders. The anti-very late antigen-4 (anti-VLA-4) antibody natalizumab, which is approved for treatment of multiple sclerosis, mediates an increase in circulating haematopoietic stem cells and may also trigger erythroblastaemia. We investigated the prevalence of erythroblastaemia in sequential blood smears of 14 natalizumab-treated and 14 interferon-treated patients with multiple sclerosis. Erythroblastaemia was found in 13 natalizumab-treated subjects (93%), whereas all controls were negative (p<0.0001). Knowledge of this frequent side effect is crucial for the correct interpretation of blood smears in natalizumab-treated patients and to avoid unnecessary diagnostic procedures.